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Federico
Fellini: An
Interview
The roar of a powerful car stops me after I have taken only a few steps from the old building where the director of La Dolce Vita has his office. The repeated blowing of a horn makes me turn around in curiosity. An arm waves frantically from the window of a luxurious Jaguar 3-4 and, as the car door opens, I see that the arm belongs to the tall and rather stocky Fellini. Fellini is often referred to by Italians as the "Maestro." A typically charming Italian, and a clever actor, he comes toward me smiling and shakes my hand with such warmth that no one can hold a grudge for his delay. "Shall we go for a coffee, or shall we talk in the car?" he asks, patting my shoulder. The question is simply a formality, since the "Maestro" has his plan already designed. He will drive me around town and then take me to the new, towering buildings of the Universal Exposition some ten miles out of Rome, where the set for his current film has been built.
It is an unusual experience to be chauffeured through the Eternal City by the director of La Strada, Cabiria, and La Dolce Vita, which in New York, the news runs, is sold out for a year in advance. Fellini seems to be very much at ease in conversation while driving in the confused and risky Roman traffic. Sitting beside him, I can observe his every facial expression without being noticed. He talks much with his free hand, alternating the left with the right on the wheel. From time to time his sharp brown eyes meet mine when he is trying to bring out a particular point and his intense face might have just emerged from a Michelangelo fresco. Once assured that his driving skill is perfectly compatible With his wellknown conversational fluency, I begin asking questions.
"Maestro, what would you say is the relationship, if any, between Italian neorealist movie-making and your personal art?" "First of all," Fellini answers, "we must agree on the meaning of neorealism. The neorealistic experience intended to portray a certain social reality; it had a political meaning, more than an aesthetic one, and this engendered some confusion. In good or bad faith, because of stupidity or simply interest, certain political parties tried to take advantage of this new form of picture-making which appeared in Italy after the war. I would say that neorealism had little to do with art-qua-art; except for one director, Rossellini, who invented his own way of making movies. But, you see, we cannot really even say that there was a school. Even De Sica, he is more than anything else a delicate executor of stories. And Visconti is the product of a more refined and decadent trend. His La Terra Trema has nothing to do with the powerful realism of Rossellini. I don't believe in schools; I believe in artists who, if they are great, will open new roads and, thereby, create imitators. One thing is true: Italy, during Fascism, was a closed country, a nation that was imprisoned in absolute falsity. The horrid Fascist lie made us believe for twenty years that we were the most beautiful and perfect people in the world. When the dictatorship was overthrown, we discovered our own country. That is why the war, even if horrible in itself, was a benediction on the human level, as far as we are concerned. We could look freely around us now, and the reality appeared so extraordinary that we couldn't resist watching it and photographing it with astonished and virgin eyes. This is why Rossellini could move the entire world. However, this was the first stage. Whoever would go to the moon now, and bring us the first pictures of it, would also cause a great commotion around him. But after a while, we wouldn't be satisfied to have photos and reports only. We would want to send a poet there, the artist who would give us a new vision of that new reality." "And this artist, this poet, is it you?" I ask bluntly.
"Well, I didn't mean that," Fellini replies in a serious tone.
At this point a bus almost riuns over us from the left, but Fellini calmly wheels away and goes on talking. "The really important contribution of neorealism is that it suggested a way to look at things -not with the narcissistic glasses of the author, but with equilibrium between reality and subjectivism." "Shall we conclude therefore that neorealism is dead?" "It is dead today as a movement which bore the stamp of social reality as an exclusive object of interest. Today the interest is drawn to man himself-his metaphysical, psychological, and total structure." "Of this man as the object of modern cinematographic art, it seems that you prefer to stress his situation of loneliness in the midst of today's world, in La Strada as well as La Dolce Vita?" "Yes. More exactly La Dolce Vita is the private and confidential confession of a man who speaks of himself and his aberration. It is as if a friend were telling to other friends his confusion, his contradictions, and his deceptions, trying to clarify for himself his own sentimental aridity. Marcello, the hero of La Dolce Vita, is from this point of view very similar to Zampano, the hero of La Strada, although the first is more cultured, and more guilty because he is more intelligent. We have now arrived at the set and, as soon as they spot the Master, assistants and technicians rush to greet him and crowd around him murmuring respectfully, "Buon giorno, Maestro ... " It is a welcoming scene that resembles a mystic and spectacular ceremonial. Fellini walks solemnly, patting shoulders here and there, almost paternally. Later he will tell us that he is well aware that such ceremony may amuse someone who is accustomed to the somewhat different atmosphere of the Hollywood studios "but," he says, "here we still maintain the atmosphere of the craftsman and his disciples. It may be a leftover of the Middle Ages, but it is colorful and useful for the close cobperation necesary in producing a work of art." At this point I leave him, after accepting his invitation to return the following day. "We'll have lunch together in the interval between shooting ..
